GOD MOVES IN MYSTERIOUS WAYS HIS WONDERS TO PERFORM
Judges 13:24 -14:20   2 Corinthians 6:14 – 7:1

God moves in mysterious ways his wonders to perform. I’m sure we’re all very well aware of that by now. We’ve seen it many times from the beginning of this book. Well, God is at it again big time in this story of Samson, ‘The Mighty One’. Samson was dedicated especially to the Lord as a Nazarite from birth and here he is, he wants to marry a Philistine girl. His parents are horrified, but they did not know that it was of the Lord. Who can blame them for that? 

What is going on in this story? Let’s go back to the very beginning. God made Adam and Eve and set them in a beautiful garden. He gave them everything they could possibly need or want, but along came satan in the form of a serpent and sowed dissatisfaction in their hearts. And the upshot was that Adam and Eve end up in covenant with satan against God. 

God has therefore to work to break that and establish a new covenant between Himself and Adam and Eve. So he says to the serpent, I will put enmity between you and the woman and between your seed and her seed and he will crush your head although you will bruise his heel. 

But all through history men, the sons of Adam and the daughters of Eve, have tried to renew that pact with the devil. The Lord’s people too. We’re either captured by the world or captivated by the world. So God constantly has to break up this renewed alliance with his enemy. And it is a painful business. Always it bruises our heel. 

As I mentioned last time we looked at this, sometimes the world captures the Church. It oppresses the Church in a very obvious, harsh way, as for example when Israel was in Egypt, or, for a modern example, how Islam now oppresses and seeks to capture the Church in Sudan. But, going back to the Egyptian example, the Lord has to harden Pharaoh's heart in his sin to provoke a crisis, a confrontation to break his strength and deliver his people. 

At other times the Church is captivated by the world. The Church herself embraces the world and God has to lead His own people further into temptation to love the world further to provoke a crisis, a confrontation, out of which He may then deliver them. That is why Jesus said to pray, Deliver me not into temptation, but deliver me from evil. 

Now at that time the Philistines were ruling over Israel, but it was rather a benign rule. It was more that Israel was captivated by the Philistines than captured by the Philistines. Samson could come and go and contract a marriage with a Philistine woman apparently quite unharrassed. And as we will see in the next chapter, even Judah has accommodated herself to the Philistines and doesn’t want to rock the boat. So the men of Judah say to Samson, Listen Samson, things under the Philistines are not too bad, don’t provoke them. 

There are similarities in a bit of a mixed way with the time of the Lord Jesus. After He is baptised, we learn that he is led by the Spirit in the Judean desert to be tempted by the devil. That doesn’t work, so the devil is provoked to call up all his demons and he sets them loose in Palestine in a great outbreak. Jesus confronts them and defeats them and delivers His people from them. So, not understanding what they were doing, the Jews and the Romans, combined together, are in turn provoked by this work of Jesus to crucify him – the Lord of Glory. Thus the great and definitive Exodus is worked. The greatest salvation ever. 

In second Timothy the Apostle Paul says, When we prove ourselves faithless, the Lord remains faithful. He never deserts His people even though he may resort to very strange ways of working in them. As Psalm 18 says, as we sang it just now and we’ve referred to it before in these sermons, With the pure, thou wilt show thyself pure, with the crooked, thou wilt show thyself shrewd. God works in mysterious ways, His wonders to perform. 

Well this time, with the Philistines, Israel is captivated rather than captured. Back in chapter 3 we learned that the Lord had left the nations that Israel had not then conquered in the land so that she might know war. And the five lords of the Philistines headed the list of those enemies. But Israel had turned its back on that conflict. Israel had turned back from the fight of faith. Israel had learned how to get on with the world and this was Israel’s real rebellion – renouncing this conflict with the world. Jesus said, I have come not to bring peace but a sword. 
There can be no fellowship between light and darkness, the temple of God and the temple of the evil one. And when God’s people make peace with the world, God may resort to very strange measures to restore that enmity again. That’s what we see going on in the story this morning. Let’s look at it under three headings:

First of all, there is a strange attempt to set the scene. 
Secondly, there is an incidental meeting to vent Philistine spleen, which, if that’s a phrase you’re not used to, means to get them really angry. 
And then thirdly, ploughing with strange heifers restores the enmity between.

First of all then, A strange attempt to set the scene. 
At the end of chapter 13 we read that Samson grew up and the Lord blessed him and the Spirit of the Lord began to stir him. And the next thing we read is Samson has his eye on a Philistine girl and he demands his father arrange the marriage! 

Well his parents are horrified of course and they tried to get him to see that he should not do this. Is there no woman among the daughters of your relatives or among all our people, that you go and take a wife from the uncircumcised Philistines? But Samson says to his father, Get her for me for she looks good to me. However his father and mother did not know that it was of the Lord, for He was seeking an occasion against the Philistines. 

There is no doubt about it, this is a strange business. It reminds us of David at the end of his life. He wants to take a census of the people. It seems that there was pride behind it. And there are two accounts of the story. In one account, we read that satan tempted David to take that census. In the other account, we read that God incited David to take the census. 

You could think of the prodigal son. There is a time, with some, to leave them to themselves and their sin, or even, so it seems with God who knows all things, once they are set on sin, to lead them into it, that they may learn the lessons that they need to learn; that in the Father’s house there is plenty and peace and true joy. But the prodigal son had to get to the bottom of the pig trough to understand that and to go home repentant. 

Well Samson is just such a wilful young man. Indeed, all Israel is. In fact, in the life of Samson, we can see Israel all too clearly. When we fall in love with the world as Samson had done and as Israel had done, God resorts to this strange work in which he even cooperates with Samson in the path of sin that he has chosen. So his Spirit stirs up Samson and he sets his heart on a Philistine girl. God is working here but his parents do not realise it. 

People of God, do you ever think about that as you see our world going down further and further along the path of moral degradation and rebellion against God? To the point that even though not everybody goes in for all the filth themselves, They approve of those who do, just as Romans 1 says happens. So that we even have our parliament wanting to legislate and legalise prostitution. We have our immediate past and present prime ministers, along with churchmen, condoning the hero parade and all that stands for. 

Perhaps the Lord is pushing, even his Church, along the path of friendship with the world that we have chosen in order to provoke a crisis somewhere, sometime – he knows. To turn the world against us in an open way so that we Christians would wake up and realise again that we never were to accommodate the world, but witness against it. So the Lord sets up this strange attempted marriage to set the scene.

Secondly, There is an incidental meeting that vents the Philistines spleen. Some of the story in this next section is a little bit hard to put together. It seems there were two or three trips down to Timnah, at least one to arrange the wedding and one to attend it. It seems Samson didn’t greatly appreciate the company of his parents and he quietly got separated from them on both trips. 
But this story about killing the lion with bare hands is a bit strange. What’s the point of it? How does it help Samson judge or save Israel? Is it that the writer wants us to see just how irreligious Samson was? Well that could be, but it hardly seems necessary. We’ve got the treatment of his parents and his liaisons with three Philistine women that attest to that quite eloquently. 

Yet the story does drive that point home. Samson doesn’t care less about the fact that he is a Nazarite and that he therefore has special privileges and responsibilities. He kills a lion and – this is something that I didn’t know, but – apparently in that dry climate and the very high temperatures, it was possible for the carcass of an animal to dry up, to dehydrate, and therefore the whole carcass would still be there in a dehydrated state and the bees would come along and make a hive in it. 

Well he kills the lion and later on he eats the honey out of its carcass and he gives some to his parents. All of that made him and them unclean. They would need to start with the Nazarite vow all over again. And he does it all without batting an eyelid! 

But there is another point. It is not just an incidental meeting. Its not just another little bit of colour. It does help to show us just how completely dissolute Samson, God’s judge, was. But if wanting to marry a Philistine girl set the scene for Samson’s deliverance of Israel, how is the goal of his life moved from setting the scene to getting down to business? How may Samson be brought to provoke the Philistines when he loves them? 

Well, there is Samson, he is just walking along and a lion leaps out and the Spirit of the Lord comes upon him mightily, we read, and he killed it with his bare hands. When we were in South Africa, we went to the Kruger National Park and we saw there the skin of a lion that had been killed by a man with a six inch hunting knife. He was attacked and it has two stab wounds here and there and by the Lord’s providence, one of them went straight to the heart. That is an amazing thing, even with a knife. For most of us that would be the end of it and all very quick. But Samson kills this lion with his bare hands! What’s the point? 

I would be very surprised that Samson knew that it was because the Spirit of the Lord came upon him. But whether he knew that or not, all of a sudden he knew his strength and nothing makes a man more bold or careless than confidence in his own strength. So Samson turns up for the wedding and it seems he’s not quite expecting these thirty Philistine companions that the family called in to be with him. They’re not just guests. They are the bridal party and Samson has to think now, very fast, how he is going to give them the customary thankyou gift. This is beginning to look very expensive. 

But Samson was a fast thinker and he overcame the problem by making a nice riddle about this incidental meeting with the lion, the answer to which the Philistines did not know. 
Out of the eater came something to eat, 
  out of the strong came something sweet. 

Samson is so confident and so undiscerning that he doesn’t even see that there is something fishy about the appearance of these thirty groomsmen. It doesn’t occur to him that he might be swimming in dangerous waters. But with the kind of strength that he knows he now has, what does it matter? 

But he was swimming in dangerous waters. The sophisticated Philistines were not going to be taken in by this country bumpkin from a subject people. So they start working with his new wife. She might have been beautiful but she wasn’t much else. She didn’t even have the savvy to toss their complaint straight back at them. What, you complain about being impoverished. You’ve only got to find one Italian suit each. My Samson’s going to have to find thirty! Go back and think guys if you want to find the answer. No. But of course, they’d also told her they’d burn the house down on top of her and her family.

It was of the Lord for He was seeking an occasion against the Philistines. And out of that incidental meeting with the lion and the blasé overconfidence it gives Samson, the Lord sets Samson up and he falls right into it. And the Philistines are venting their spleen over his smart Alec riddle. 

People of God, nothing in this world is merely coincidental Nothing happens without a purpose. The Puritans often used to exhort their people to meditate on the Lord’s providence. Think about what God is doing in the world. Do we not confess that Nothing happens to us by chance, but everything comes to us as from His fatherly hand?

So God has set the scene. 
The Philistines are venting their spleen. 

And thus we see, thirdly, that Ploughing with strange heifers restores the enmity between.
And remember, people of God, the enmity is required. Our salvation is won by battle, by the conquest of the seed of the woman over the seed of the serpent. 
We read in Acts, In this city there were gathered together against thy holy servant Jesus whom thou didst anoint, both Herod and Pontius Pilate along with the Gentiles and the people of Israel to nail him to the cross, to put him to death as thy hand and purpose predestined to occur. But God raised him up again.

The Philistines get the answer out of Samson’s wife. Samson might have been stronger than a roaring lion but he was not strong enough for a weeping wife. So they come along on the seventh day and they give Samson his answer tit for tat,
What is sweeter than honey, Samson, 
  what is stronger than a lion? 

To which, in his rage, he responded, 
If you’d not ploughed with my heifer, 
  you wouldn’t have found out my riddle! 

He had been so blinded by infatuation and so utterly bereft of discernment that he could not see that if he had not ploughed with a Philistine heifer, he would not have got in that pickle. 

But do you see what the Lord has done? He has finally provoked one of the sons of Israel to hate the Philistines. Now his hatred was still only personal revenge at the moment. It was not hatred of the world because it was the world. But dire circumstances require drastic remedies. So God takes Samson just as he is and he uses him to restore the enmity between and he storms off down to Ashkelon and comes back with thirty suits, having killed off thirty men to get them. He pays off his debt and he storms off back home. Boy, am I glad I wasn’t at home when he got there that night?

But now, here is another question. Why did Samson go to Ashkelon to kill those thirty guys and strip them of their Sunday suits? That was sixty kilometres, round trip, on foot. Why go all that way to find thirty Philistines dressed up for temple? 
We don’t know, but he did it, the Spirit of the Lord having come upon him mightily. Once again, I doubt very much Samson knew he was being driven and empowered by the Spirit of the Lord. I suspect he just stormed off out of that house in blind fury and so far as his own awareness was concerned he just found himself thirty kilometres away. 

And perhaps only as he began to cool down a little after his long walk to work it off, a definite plan began to gel in his mind. But now look at the last verse. Samson’s wife was given to his companion, his best man. Well, if cheating him by wheedling the answer to his riddle out of his wife was enough to send Samson off to kill thirty Philistines, what was taking his wife off him altogether likely to drive him to? 

Samson’s father-in-law did not know that those suits had not come off the rack in the local menswear, but off the back of thirty dead Philistines. And he couldn’t have known that, when they were killed thirty kilometres away. That was a long way in a day when in the course of everyday life, people seldom travelled a few kilometres from home. And there was no TV news or daily paper. How better to restore the enmity between? 

You see what a marvelous job God has done. Here are his people, in love with the world, accommodating themselves to the world, fitting in with it, captivated by it. And Samson, the Nazarite, especially dedicated to the service of Yahweh, is in love with it as much and maybe more than most. So God uses this love of Samson for the world to drive him into a trap and set the scene in which the Philistines vent their spleen and by which God restores the enmity between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman. 

Even in their gross unfaithfulness, the Lord does not forget His people and yet would you like you or yours to have to go through this agony to learn again that lesson, that friendship with the world is enmity against God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God (James 4:4). How many of the Lord’s people were lost on the way? What a frustrated and dissipated life Samson led? 

So the Apostle Paul calls to us, Do not be bound together with unbelievers for what partnership have righteousness and lawlessness? What fellowship has light with darkness? What harmony has Christ with Belial? Or what has a believer in common with an unbeliever? What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God. Just as God said, "I will dwell in them and walk among them and I will be their God and they shall be my people, therefore come out from their midst and be separate," says the Lord. Having these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all defilement of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of the Lord.

People of God, there are two things the Lord is teaching us here this morning.
First of all, take warning, love not the world. Do not allow yourself be captivated by it for that is far more dangerous than being captured by it. 
And the second thing is, take comfort, take hope. Even in the midst of sin, God still works, in a strange way perhaps, but one day his Spirit will stir among his people. 

Perhaps he is, even now, in our own day, in ways we cannot now see, setting up a new deliverer for his people in little incidental events – maybe even through some of the more foolish and brash of his children – to provoke the world against us so that finally we would see that it is the world and that we are presently being captivated by it.

Brothers and sisters, take hope, for the Lord works. He never deserts his people even though in mysterious ways, he works His wonders. 			Amen.
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